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Prelude 


He turned and looked at the empty snowy terrain behind him once 
more before stepping into the Arctic research station. After the curious 
resident doctor examined him, he was told to get a good night’s rest 
and was escorted to a sparsely furnished cabin. Next morning, he ate 
his first meal after his ‘rescue’ in the cafeteria. All eyes were on him 
while he pretended to swallow with difficulty the bland food. 


His thoughts kept him awake late at night. There was a lot of 
explaining to be made and little time to be prepared. He kept on 
rehearsing the story of his survival in the frigid Artic without suffering 
even a minor frostbite. A day in the snow without food or shelter is 
enough to kill a city man like him and he was lost for three whole days. 
They can check and would confirm that he was missing from the cruise 
ship for so many days but the rest of his story had to be sheer 
fabrication. 


After breakfast, he was taken to the station manager’s office for an 
introduction, he was told. It was more of an informal interrogation since 
the station’s security chief was in attendance. To put him at ease, the 
manager gave a short briefing on the station’s research work and its 
importance. He then said his colleagues were curious to know how he 
managed to survive in the Arctic for days. He told them that a group of 
whalers found him, gave him warm clothing and food and escorted him 
to the station’s gate. He could tell the two were intrigued by his bizarre 
account but did not press him for more information about his rescuers. 


He was finally going home and nothing else mattered. But he was 
carrying with him a secret which he could never reveal to anyone, not 


even his family. Anyhow, who would believe his incredible experience 
of the last few days? 


The two-way radio transceiver crackled interrupting his thoughts. 
They told him to use it in case of an emergency. It was standard 
procedure in the European Arctic Research Station A-12. Given his 
situation, they probably feared a delayed shock to his mental and 
biological systems. The female voice on the transceiver introduced 
herself as Martha, the station’s chemist. She told him that she had been 
analyzing an unknown substance found in his jacket. After the medical 
checkup they gave him new clothes. 


“Could you please tell me where you got this substance?” She asked. 
| hesitated for few seconds before answering: 
“My rescuers gave me the jacket,” | said truthfully. 


“For few moments | thought we were making history and then,” she 
hesitated before continuing: “It sort of fizzled out, evaporated into thin 
air.” A loud static noise interrupted her. 


“And you have no idea of its origin?” she asked again. | said, “No!” and 
again it was the truth, but not the whole truth. Had | mentioned 
Flannville, the Flann’s Uptown, in which | spent the last three days, it 
would have been straight jacket for me. Even my story of rescue was 
against the laws of probability. When the thoroughly open-minded 
scientists almost despaired of fitting it into their strict scientific 
compartments, one of them came up with the usual simple 
explanation: 


“You are an extremely lucky man”. 


These great minds with their expensive instruments, fast computers 
and state-of-the-art sensors were completely unaware of their 
neighbors, the Flanns. 


The Flanns have a saying, ‘If you want to learn, you must first learn to 
be humble. The next time knowledge comes to your mind’s doorstep 
open it wide, bow deeply and greet it warmly.’ But what the Flanns 
brought into their city and homes and made welcome three days ago 
was a cold and hungry man who was abandoned by his fellow travelers 
to the inhospitable elements of the North pole. This is an account of 
how they rescued me from imminent death. 


CHAPTER 1 


It was an overcast Friday in June. 


“You could not have wished for better weather at this time of the 
year,” said the captain of the luxury cruise ship Princess of the North on 
its maiden journey to the Arctic area. His demeanour reminded me of 
the haughty Archibald Haddock from Tintin’s comics. 


| stood alone on the upper deck facing the jagged mountains of ice 
wondering about my inscrutable motive for choosing to be here when | 
could be basking in the warmth of a sunny resort in the Caribbean. It 
must have been my dull and depressed mood lately, | thought bitterly. 


The tour program promised a walk on a path few have trodden so 
that we can boast to our families and friends back home that we took a 
stroll in the frozen Arctic zone. It was scheduled for this afternoon, a 
change from the monotonous lectures and films on life at the top of the 
world. 


That same morning and many miles northeast of the Princess of the 
North a Flanni family sat for it simple breakfast of bowls of Assida and 
cups of a tonic drink. Sajid finished his breakfast and looked at his son 
Gar sitting on his right. He was tall for a boy of fifteen, Sajid thought. 
The Flanns never aspired to acquire special ‘super’ qualities; it would 
have been totally absurd and dangerous to tamper with genetics and 
eliminate individual differences. It was not the same as weeding out 
diseases and deformities, which they do. Next November, Gar will be an 
adult of sixteen and ready for apprenticeships in the Undercity. 


Das who was sitting across the table from Gar and gulping down his 
Assida was one year younger. He was his nephew and two years ago he 
moved with them after his parents died in an avalanche. Numi, Sajid’s 
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wife, Gar and he did their best to help him overcome the pain and grief. 
Like Gar, he loved the outdoors, which was the reason for their rush 
this morning. 


Numi and Gar looked in their early forties. They would still look the 
same thirty years from now. The Flanns are not aware of Ponce de 
Leon’s mythical youth fountain but they synthesized an age-stabilizing 
agent. Numi and Sajid chose to retain the looks of middle-aged parents 
of forty after Gar became a teenager. The agent not only stabilized the 
looks but also the quality of life. Death came naturally at an old age. 


“So, you are planning to go as far as the southern shores today,” 
Sajid said raising a cup of tonic to his mouth. 


Gar and Das stopped eating and looked at each other. 
“We want to have a look at the ocean,” Gar said. 


“There are many hungry bears in the area,” Sajid said with a worried 
tone in his voice. 


“We'll keep out of their way,” Das assured him. 


There was a long moment of silence. Gar wondered if his father 
disapproved of their trek. He knew there was an element of danger. It 
was Safe in the Undercity: there were no avalanches, storms or bears to 
content with. But after much deliberation, the Flanns decided to allow 
families the choice between staying in an Undercity or moving to an 
Uppercity. Uppercity’s residents still go to work and learn in an 
Undercity. 


|” 


“Make sure you’re back before dinner!” Sajid finally said to his son, 
“and don't forget you’re responsible for the safety of your friends.” 


“| have prepared enough food for all of you,” Numi said rising from 
her chair. 


“There is no need mother, everyone is bringing his own food,” Das 
said. He had been calling her mother almost since he moved in with 
them. 


After Sajid left to work, Gar and Das brought their survival kits (SK) 
into the living room. Every Flann had one of these. It had everything 
needed for short-term survival in the icy wilderness: tools, ropes, first- 
aid supplies, transceiver and adequate space for food and water. The 
tools were made by Tool Masters. They inspected their kits carefully. 
No Flann would venture ten miles out of his or her city without one. It 
was the unwritten law of the Flann to be prepared for any emergency, 
even when it is least expected. For the same reasons, they rarely left 
their cities alone. 


Gar was very proud of his SK. It was a gift from his father. Images of 
polar bears, whales and birds were carefully carved by his father on the 
strong handles of the tools made of thick root fibers. Gar enjoyed 
feeling the delicate carved image and the touch of the wood-like 
material. It was forbidden to borrow or sell a SK, another old custom of 
the Flanns. An emergency may arise at any time and this is why each 
one must have his own SK at hand. 


Numi came into the living room carrying the food. It was neatly 
placed in special containers made to fit in the SK. There was enough 
food to last all of them for three days at least. In an emergency, a Flann 
would ration his provisions to last him twice or even three times as long 
until others came to his rescue. 


Gar and Das took the containers from Numi and placed them into 
their SKs. She walked with them to the front door repeating Sajid’s 
advice to look out for bears. Since Das has come to live with them, 
everyone has been careful not to mention the word ‘avalanche’ or ‘ice 
fall’ so as not to remind him of the painful memory of his parents’ tragic 
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death. With her hands crossed on her chest she watched them wear 
their special shoes, heavy coats and hats, fasten their SKs on their backs 
and finally put on their skis. Just before they turned the corner and 
disappeared they saw her willowy figure waving at them. 


Gar and Das skied to Lan's house. He and their friends Gel and Pois 
were waiting in front of the house. Gel was slim, beautiful and the 
uncontested brain of the group. Pois was the star athlete and more 
than a match in physical skills and endurance to senior male athletes in 
their school. 


“Hey, Das. Did you bring all your family provisions in your SK?” Lan 
asked Das. Lan was the joker of the group. 


“No, just enough for your lunch,” Das bantered him. 


“Come on you two,” Gar said. “We've a deadline to meet. Home for 


|” 


dinner 


They immediately formed a column. Each one checked and 
rechecked the SK of the one in front of him or her. 


It was the first time that anyone of them has gone as far as the 
ocean. They stood for few minutes listening to Gar’s description of their 
trek’s course. It was a new experience for them and they could not hide 
their excitement. There was also the normal tension of their 
forthcoming venture into the unknown. 


They could not have chosen a better day, Gar thought. Weather 
forecasts promised above average temperature and an uncommonly 
gentle wind for this time of the year. 


Gar gave the signal and they regrouped and skied southward. Half an 
hour later, they crossed the perimeter of the Dome. Everything under 
the Dome was invisible to non-Flanns’ eyes and undetectable by their 


instruments. It is not an actual spherical structure but a magnetic field 
concealing the Flanns and their city inside a fourth dimension. Non- 
Flanns can move on foot or in their vehicles inside a Dome without 
disrupting life and structures under its cover. 


Gar reviewed in his mind the instructions of Lan’s father. He was a 
Travel-Master and gave him all the information he needed to reach the 
ocean Safely: 


“Head southward in the direction | gave you until you come across 
Thaljville. This should take you about three hours depending on your 
speed. After that, you should switch to a southwest direction for 
another hour or so and you shall come upon a high ridge. You'll will 
then see the ocean.” 


Gar led his friends for about an hour then slowed down to let Pois 
take the lead. This is the Flann’s way. They rotated roles and functions, 
allowing each one to experience and learn, and to achieve maturity. 


In less than three hours they reached Thaljville, their arrival 
unnoticed by the town's residents. If they were non-Flanns, an alarm 
would go off a long time before they reached the perimeter of the 
Dome, giving the population enough time to prepare. 


A boy came out of a side street and walked beside them. He was 
curious, asking them about their destination. When Lan mentioned the 
ocean, his eyes opened wide with interest. He accompanied them to 
the outskirts of the city and stood there watching their progress 
southward. 


The sun was a soft orb of yellowish light hidden behind thin clouds 
when they stopped for lunch. They ate lightly, and their SKs were not 
much lighter when they stood up to resume their trek to the ocean. 
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The terrain was becoming difficult, and navigating the winding slopes 
required their full concentration. Gar stopped at the top of an ice sheet, 
and his friends formed a semi-circle around him. They had searched the 
area twice before locating the slope, which would take them down to 
the ridge and the ocean beyond. 


It was Lan’s turn to lead them and Gar wished it were someone else. 
The slope looked difficult from this point and he was not sure that Lan 
could lead them down safely to the gorge down below. 


Lan did not hesitate for even a moment. He skillfully moved into the 
slope and skied down the path. Gar followed in his trail. Lan was 
moving faster than he should be, Gar thought. He should have paced 
himself so that the others can follow him without taking unnecessary 
risks. 


As they slowly and carefully descended the winding slope, they were 
unaware of the serious problem facing Lan. He had just skied around a 
pillar of ice, smiling contently at his skiing skills, when he suddenly 
found himself surrounded by a pair of polar bears and their cubs. He 
stopped only a few feet away from the large male bear, which turned in 
his direction, growling angrily. Lan had never been in a situation 
involving danger, and had never experienced fear among his people, 
but he was trained to deal with life-threatening situations, and this was 
certainly one of them. 


The bear charged in his direction, then suddenly stopped less than 
three feet, stood on its hind legs and pawed the air few times. There 
was disappointment in that final growl, or so Lan imagined, before the 
bear turned and moved away a few steps. The bears could not see him. 
He was invisible, like all Flanns are to human beings and animals. But 
they could still sense his presence, he reminded himself. One swipe of 
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these powerful paws and he would be killed or seriously injured. And 
what if they can smell him? He wondered. 


He was so preoccupied with his risky situation that he did not hear 
his name being called until he noticed the sudden change among the 
bears. They were now looking at a spot to his right and their growls 
were getting louder. From the corner of his eye, he saw Gar waving and 
shouting. 


“Lan! Stay right where you are. They cannot see you,” he shouted, 
and then picked up a lump of snow, pressed it into a ball and threw it at 
the bears. The snowball hit the male bear nearest to him in the muzzle 
and it took a step backward growling in protest. 


Gar was trying to draw their attention away from him, Lan thought. 
And he was risking his life in the process. Suddenly, Gar kicked the 
snow and began skiing toward the bears. Lan closed his eyes, expecting 
Gar to collide with one of the bears. When he dared to open his eyes 
again, Lan saw his friend just before he disappeared behind a corner. 
Fresh ski marks drew the path his friend had taken right between the 
two large bears, which could have stopped him dead if they had their 
front limbs stretched sideways. The bears were now in pursuit of the 
invisible Gar. 


A light tap on his shoulder startled Lan. He turned and saw Das, with 
Gel and Pois standing a few feet behind him. 


“Why were you in such a hurry?” Das asked. “And where is Gar?” 


|” 


“Bears!” Lan said nervously. “He led them away.” 
“Bears!” Das shouted. “They couldn't see him. Could they?” 


“No, but they can sense our presence,” Lan answered him. “They 
tried to attack me. If it weren’t for Gar | might have been dead!” 
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“How did this happen?” Pois wanted to know. 


“It was all my fault,” Lan said apologetically. “I did not see them. | 
skied around this ridge and found myself surrounded by them...” 


“He may be in danger!” Gel interrupted. 


“What are we waiting for then? Let us go after him,” Das said and 
moved into Gar’s tracks. 


“And it's all my fault,” Lan lamented as he followed them. 


Minutes later they saw Gar. He was standing in the middle of the 
path. The bears were nowhere to be seen. Das was the first to reach 
him, and was laughing and slapping him on the shoulder. 


“Lan told us about what you did,” Das said. 
“That was great!” Pois added. 


“Not just great but heroic. | want the Elders, and the whole town to 
hear about it,” Gel said eagerly. “It's the first thing | am going to do 
after we return.” 


Everyone nodded in agreement except Gar: “Thank you but | prefer 
that you don’t. It would be unfair to Lan.” 


“Unfair! How's that?” Das persisted: “You saved Lan’s life. He said it 
himself.” 


“Yes!” Lan agreed. 


“Gar makes sense,” Gel said. They all looked at her. “Some may think 
that Lan was scared.” 


“| was terrified!” Lan nodded looking at Gar. 


“Because you were surprised by them and for a minute you did not 
know what to do,” Gar explained. 
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“A minute! | thought it was more like eternity.” 


“No! It lasted a minute or so. We were not in any danger because 
the bears could not see us.” 


“Yes! But they felt my presence,” Lan insisted. 


“They must have been more terrified of you than you of them. If the 
Elders hear the story they would only smile and pat us on the 
shoulders,” Gar reasoned. 


“Listen!” they turned to Lan. “I'm sorry. It was my fault. | should have 
shurat with you before going down the path.” Shurat means consulting 
in the Flann language. 


“Come on! If we want to reach the ridge before noon we must not 
lose any more time.” They followed Gar’s lead. 


Gar slowly skied down the slope keeping a watchful eyes for bear 
tracks. He took a serious risk by diverting the bears’ attention because 
Lan's life was threatened. | guess you could call it to heroic, he thought 
smiling to himself. They did not yet fully understand the Flann’s way of 
life. You did not go around bragging about your good deeds. His friends’ 
parents and relatives will hear about it for sure and soon the whole 
town as well. The others were also thinking about the same thing. They 
were full of admiration for Gar’s courage. As Gar thought, they were all 
rehearsing how they are going to tell their parents and friends about it. 
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CHAPTER 2 


It was early afternoon when they reached the unfrozen water of the 
ocean. They stood at the top of a cliff and looked at the waves lapping 
at the icy shores. The water was not as far as the eyes could see, as 
they had heard. There were mountains of ice everywhere they looked. 


“Is this the ocean?” Lan asked not hiding his disappointment. 
“There must be more of it behind the mountains,” Gar answered. 


|” 


“It’s wonderful!” Gel said admiring the beauty of the dark blue 


water. 


“What is that?” Pois said. They looked in the direction she was 
pointing at. 


“The bears. It is their breath,” Lan said with apprehension. 
“No, it is smoke,” Gar said. 


A thick column of gray smoke was rising further to the west of where 
they stood. 


“Is there a Flann town out there?” Das asked. 


“No one told us about Flanns living near the ocean,” Pois assured 
him. 


“No!” Gel said. “It must be non-Flanns.” 
They looked at each other. 
“Look! The smoke is moving!” Lan observed. 


“Of course, it is moving. All smoke moves upward. It is the soul of 
the dead wood rising to the heavens,” Pois said jokingly. 
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“| know that Pois! It is not just moving upward but also forward. 
Where is it coming from?” Lan wondered. 


They all looked at Gar expecting an answer. He felt their eyes on him 
then it dawned on him. 


“The non-Flann are moving on water. They must be travelling in a 
boat.” 


There was nothing more to say, so they just stood there and 
watched the smoke edging towards them, coming closer and closer. A 
short time later a large boat came into view sailing slowly into the 
lagoon. They had not seen anything like it before in real life. 


“It is a large boat for travel on water,” Gar said. 


“We Flanns have better ways for travel,” Pois said with a note of 
pride. 


“What are we going to do?” Lan asked. 
“Stand here and watch,” Gel answered him. 
“What if they. . .” 


“They can’t see us, Lan,” Das interrupted. We are invisible to them as 
if we do not exist.” 


“Look, there are people in it. Non-Flanns milling around on deck.” 
Gel pointed. 


“They look so small,” Das whispered. 


“They're not. They are like us.” Gar wondered to what extent his 
statement was true. 


“| think they’re stopping,” Pois observed. “They’re are lowering a 
small boat into the water.” 
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Their curious minds followed the mechanical process of lowering the 
boat. After the boat was secured to the side of the ship, a number of 
non-Flanns descended the stairs and into the boat. The boat then 
moved speedily toward the shore. 


Few minutes later the boat docked near a narrow snowy bank. The 
persons in the boat disembarked and gathered around their leader or 
guide. He led them towards the higher ground, talking, gesturing and 
pointing all the time. At one instant he even pointed a finger in the 
direction where they stood. The group moved further, all of them 
except one. Gar kept his eyes on him. The man was walking in the 
opposite direction and soon he was far and out of sight. Suddenly, 
there was an explosive noise and they turned to see a huge slab of ice 
crashing into the water. The group of non-Flanns became alarmed and 
retread in haste and disarray to the boat. 


A nagging thought filled Gar’s mind: what happened to the solitary 
non-Flann? Did they leave him behind? He tried to search for him in the 
boat but he could not remember how he looked like or the color of his 
clothing, and from this distance they all looked the same to him. He 
asked: “Did you see that man?” 


“What man?” Lan asked. 


“There was a man, one of the group, who strayed from them. Did he 
go back with them or was he left behind?” 


“They wouldn't leave one of them behind,” Pois said. 


“lam not so sure,” Gar looked pensive. “They panicked and left in 
such a hurry. It is possible that they may have forgotten him.” 


The boat had reached the ship and passengers were being hurried 
up the stairs and back into the cruiser. They were obviously worried 
about the crumbling snow mountain. Large icebergs were now drifting 
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in the water and some of them may block the path of the ship out of 
the lagoon. 


More people came to the side of the ship. They seemed to be 
looking for something or someone, Gar thought. The boat was lowered 
again and a group of them boarded it. They were all in uniform and 
after landing began combing the shore. 


“| told you one of them is missing,” Gar said. 
“But where did he go?” Pois asked. 


The search went on for more than an hour. In the meantime, Gar 
and his friends had found a sheltered place where they rested and had 
some lunch. Soon they must begin the homeward journey, but Das 
insisted on waiting to see if the lost man was found. 


“They're going back!” Das announced from the place where he was 
following the progress of the search. 


“Did they find him?” Gel asked. 
“No! They're going back without him!” He sounded disappointed. 


“Is it possible that they lost not a person but a thing like these 
sparkling things they wear around their necks,” argued Pois. 


“No! lam sure it was a non-Flann,” Das words conveyed his anguish 
over the non-Flann’s fate. Gar thought he understood the reason 
behind Das’ concern. It was his parents’ tragic death, all alone in the 
Arctic frozen wilderness. 


“Well, obviously, they have given up on finding him,” Gel said. 


“They are back in the big boat.” Das said vigorously. “It is moving 
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away 
“Don't you think that it is time we left as well?” Lan asked. 
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“And leave the non-Flann?” Das asked. 


“Well, what do you suggest?” Gar’s question was directed to all of 
his friends. This is what they called shurat or consultation in their 
language. 


“| don't know. | want to be home before dinner as | promised my 
parents,” Pois said. 


“They didn't find him so why should we think that we could?” Lan 
said. 


“We can’t just leave him here to die. We should at least try to find 
him,” Das pleaded with them. 


“| agree.” Gel said. “The non-Flann is somewhere out there lost, | 
want to help him. It is the Flann’s law and tradition.” 


“How could they leave without one of their own? If he was a 
Flann...” Pois left her statemen unfinished knowing that all of them 
knew what she intended to say. 


“lam not sure why they did,” Gar said. “I’ll not judge them without 
hearing their justification. But it is certainly very cruel.” 


“Lan! If you want you can stay here while we go look for the non- 
Flann. | think we have an hour of daylight to spare,” Gar said. 


“I'm coming with you,” Lan said without hesitation. 


They formed a semi-circle and moved towards the spot where Das 
last saw the non-Flann. They were close to the water and had to be 
careful. None of them knew how to swim. 


It was almost half an hour later when Gel discovered a gap hidden 
behind a jutting block of ice. She looked inside. After her eyes became 
accustomed to the darkness, she saw the unmistakable shape of a 
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person lying on the ground. She wondered if he was hurt or dead. She 
stood up and shouted for her friends. 


Gar and Das went inside the cavern. The non-Flann was motionless, 
lying on his side. Gar hesitantly touched his forehead. It was warm. The 
man stirred. 


“He is alive,” Gar said. “He must have fallen inside and lost 
consciousness.” 


“| hope he hasn't broken any bones. What shall we do now?” Gel 
asked. 


“What do you think? His people and the ship are gone. If we leave 
him here he will surely die of the cold and hunger.” Das paused before 
continuing: “There are bears around also.” 


“So, we take him with us?” Lan asked. 


“It's the Flann’s way. We must help a person in need.” Das was quick 
to reply. 


“What if he can't move?” Gel asked. It was a typical shurat where all 
took part in discussing an issue. 


“Then some of us will have to go back and fetch some help,” Das 
volunteered an answer. 


“You are forgetting one thing,” Pois reminded them. 
“What?” Gar asked. 
“He can’t see us!” 


“Yes! You are right,” concurred Gar. “And he probably does not 
know our language.” Gar added. 


“| forgot about the language,” Das mused. 
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“My head! It hurts.” These were the first words of the non-Flann as 
he regained consciousness. 


The words were gibberish to them. They looked at each other in 
bewilderment. 


The man then opened his eyes wide. 
“Who is there? Mr. Slater? Are you there?” 
Holding their breaths, Gar and Das stayed silent. 


His eyes were searching in every direction. He did not show any sign 
that he saw them. 


“My glasses. | lost my glasses. | can’t see without them,” his hands 
were searching blindly the ground all around him. “Will somebody help 
me find them. Why don't you say something? Is this a joke? Well, if it is, 
| can assure you it is not funny!” 


The two boys listened without understanding a word, but they could 
tell from the tone of his voice that he was irritated. The non-Flann 
extended his arms in the air and moved them all around him. 


Gar looked at Das and pointed at his own eyes and gestured that the 
man could not see. It was at that moment that Das saw the man’s 
eyeglasses on the ground and without knowing what they were he 
picked them up and put them in his pocket. 


“My name is Gar and this is my cousin Das,” Gar finally said, hoping 
that the non-Flann would understand their language. 


The non-Flann was startled and obviously frightened. 
“Who are you? What did you say?” 


“| don't think he understands our language... He can't see and does 
not understand the language,” Gar thought loudly. 
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“What is going on down there?” It was the voice of Lan coming down 
from the cave's entrance. 


“Who is this? Do you speak English? Are you playing a joke on me? 
Where are my glasses? | must have lost them. | cannot see without 
them.” The non-Flann said pleadingly. 


Gar moved toward the non-Flann and put his hand on his shoulder. 
He was not sure that the man would feel his touch. His reaction told 
them that he did. 


“Don't hurt me! | cannot see.” He put up his hand in front of his eyes 
and moved it up and down to show that he could not see. 


“If | can just find my glasses. You wouldn't hurt a person who can’t 
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see. 


“Come on, get up! we have to leave,” Gar addressed him, helping 
the non-Flann to his feet. 


“All right. | will come with you. Just don't hurt me. | am a peaceful 
man. Are you Indians? or rather Eskimos or Innuits? You should know 
that | like native peoples. I’ve always said that we were unfair to them.” 


Gar led the blabbering non-Flann out of the cavern and Das 
followed. 


Pois, Gel and Lan stood back and watched as they came out. They 
had never seen a non-Flann before from such a close distance, and until 
only two hours ago they had not seen any at all. 


“Are we out of the cave?” The non-Flann asked. 


“His language is strange,” Pois said. 
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“A female voice. Miss or should | say Ms. | hope you will not let your 
men folk hurt me. | am sure you have a soft heart like all members of 
your gentle gender.” 


“Is the non-Flann ill? Why does he keep talking all the time?” Gel 
asked. 


“He's not ill but he is obviously frightened,” Gar explained. 


“The non-Flann is frightened of us? | thought we were frightened of 
him!” Pois said. 


“Flann! Flann!” The non-Flann repeated. “You keep repeating this 
word. | hope it doesn't mean kill the stranger or throw him in the icy 
water.” 


“Listen! He said Flann. Do you suppose they know about us?” Lan 
asked. 


“How could they? We are invisible,” Das said, taking out the non- 
Flann’s glasses. 


“You know, | am sure that the non-Flann was wearing these on his 
face, in front of his eyes when | last saw him.” 


“What is it? An ornament?” Pois asked, extending her arm to touch 
the glasses. 


“| don't think so,” Das answered. “Does anybody want to try them?” 


“| will.” Pois said, taking the glasses from him. She brought them 
close to her eyes and suddenly shrieked and dropped them to the 
snowy ground. 


“What is going on?” The non-Flann was alarmed by Pois’ scream. 


“Everything looks big and strange,” Pois explained. 
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“There's nothing to be afraid of, let me try them on.” Gar put them 
and looked around in wonder. 


He has poor eyesight,” Pois said. 


“This is what the non-Flann was looking for. | think these helped him 


to see clearly. He is not blind, but he cannot see without them,” Gar 
explained smiling at Pois. 


“Can | try them on?” Lan said, extending his hand. 
“Dan!” The non-Flann shouted excitedly. 


“My name is Dan,” he continued, jabbing a finger at his chest, and 
repeating his name. 


“Dan?” Das repeated.. 
“Yes! Yes! My name is Dan!” 
“1 think that's his name, Dan!” Gar said. 


“You are Flann and | am Dan,” the non-Flann said flashing a weary 
smile. 


Gel had just finished trying the glasses and was about to give them 
to the non-Flann when Gar stopped her. 


“No!” he almost shouted. 

The non-Flann was alarmed by the high tone of Gar’s voice. 
“What? What? Did | say something wrong?” He asked. 

“Why not? It's his and he can’t see without it,” Gel demanded. 


“We will return it to him, but not here. If we do it now what will he 
see?” He paused for a moment. “Nothing. He will hear our voices but 
we will be invisible. Can you imagine how he would react? The man 
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would panic and run away and probably get lost in the snow or fall in 
the water.” 


,’»” 


“We can explain it to him before we return his ‘extra eyes’,” Pois 
argued. 


M4) 


Extra eyes’ | like that,” Lan said jokingly. “But | second Gar, we will 
be taking a risk by letting him find out that we are invisible.” 

“| think I'll call him ‘extra eye’,” Lan said. 

“How would you like to be called names?” Pois chastised Lan. 


“We all agree then that we should keep the ‘extra eyes’ until we are 
back in our town and then let the Elders decide.” Gar had the last word. 


“| can’t see a thing!” the non-Flann lamented. “I usually see hazy 
figures moving without my glasses but now there is nothing, just the 
whiteness of the snow.” 


“All right. Let us fit the non-Flann for the trip home.” Gar said. 
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CHAPTER 3 


The boys and girls started their trek home. Gar held Dan by the hand 
and led him forward. The hand was rather small for an adult and Dan 
thought that either the Flanns are petite or his rescuers are youngsters. 
It was wishful thinking to convince himself that they are his rescuers. 
They could very well be taking him to their village where he will be 
horribly sacrificed to their cruel and vengeful god. But so far, they have 
been friendly. There was no slapping or prodding with spears or knives 
and they would not have given him warm clothing if they intended to 
harm him. Still, Dan has learned that it is not safe to trust people, and 
he was not going to change because a few strangers had rescued him 
when his own people abandoned him to the cruel elements of the 
Arctic and a certain death. If he could only see them, he thought, but 
now with his glasses lost in the snow he would remain almost blind 
until his return to civilization. 


His right foot sank in soft snow and a hand steadied him just before 
he lost his balance. 


“Thank you,” he addressed the white void around him, touching his 
heart in an expression of gratitude. 


Gar, Pois and Lan saw him making the signal and they understood its 
meaning: Thank you with all my heart. 


They moved slowly because of Dan. The snow was obviously not his 
usual habitat. He was also worried and this made his movement even 
more awkward. But he was cooperative and followed their lead. 
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Gar was trying to imagine the look on his parents' faces when they 
walked with the non-Flann into the house. Would they be angry with 
him for bringing this stranger into their community? Existence of the 
Flann has been a well-guarded secret for centuries and will he then be 
remembered as the Flann who exposed their secret and endangered 
their nation? He quickly dismissed these negative thoughts from his 
mind. He was sure that his parents and other Flanns would see that this 
was the only choice. They cannot leave a person to die in the bitter 
Arctic cold. They have been taught to help everyone and respect their 
rights. A non-Flann deserves the same treatment and leaving Dan 
behind was not an option. 


They were only a few miles away from the city when they heard the 
drone. They had heard the noise of the flying thing of the non-Flann 
before as it flew over the Dome. They all looked up. Dan suddenly 
became agitated and ran ahead of them waving his arms above his 
head and shouting in his language. The Flanns were amused by Dan’s 
comical behaviour. 


“It’s an airplane,” Dan shouted. “It is flying low. They're looking for 
me.” He moved erratically bumping into one of his escorts. 


“They sent a plane to search for me,” He said to the invisible figure. 


“Shout! Please shout and move your hands like this.” Lan joined Dan 
in shouting and waving and the others followed suit except Gar. He 
alone was aware of the danger: “If the people in the flying thing see 
Dan, they may come down and send people to rescue him.” 


Dan was waving frantically as the drone of the plane became louder 
and nearer. He suddenly felt a hand gripping him and pushing him to 
the snowy ground. He tried to resist but he was overpowered. 


“Gar! What are you doing?” Lan shouted. 
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“Quick. Cover him up with snow. If they see him they'll come down 
for him,” Gar shouted at them. 


Dan struggled to free himself from Gar’s hold. 


“What are you doing? Why?” Dan tried to talk with his mouth full of 
snow. 


“Help me cover him up with snow!” Gar’s friends hurried to heap 
snow on the resisting Dan. Only few seconds before the plane flew low 
above their heads they managed to hide Dan completely under a 
blanket of snow. 


Gar sighed with relief. Immediately after the airplane flew away, 
they picked up Dan from the snow. They tried to brush the snow from 
his hair and clothes but he pushed their hands away angrily. 


“Why did you do that?” He shouted at them in his incomprehensible 
non-Flann tongue. “You don't want them to see me? Why?” 


Gar was saddened by Dan’s anger. 


“We must take him into town under the Dome,” Gar said, “ before 
the flying thing comes back.” 


“But they may still see him. Our houses are invisible.” Pois said. 


“No!” Gel said with obvious confidence “The house is covered with 
snow. They'll see the snow but not Dan.” 


Dan had a sad and dejected look on his face. He was probably 
thinking that we do not intend to let him go back to his people, Gar 
thought and felt very sorry for him. He wanted to assure him that soon 
he’ll be on his way back to his people and that they had a good reason 
for not wanting those in the flying object to see him. 
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It was early evening when they reached the outskirts of their town. 
At this hour, traffic was light and they huddled around Dan to hide him 
from sight. 


Sajid looked out of the window and checked his watch again. He 
spent the last hour going back and forth from the window awaiting the 
return of Gar and his friends. At night, the dangers of the outdoors 
multiply. Flann adults dread venturing into the icy wilderness in pitch 
darkness and risking injury or even death. 


If darkness falls before reaching their Uppercity, Gar and his friends 
would have to camp for the night and resume their return trek in the 
morning. This was another Flann’s strict code. Knowing that, your 
family and the Elders would not have to send a rescue team and put 
more lives at risk. 


It was still half an hour before their usual family dinner when Sajid 
saw Gar and his friends walked down their street. Sajid’s feelings were 
a mixture of relief and fatherly pride. He was relieved to see his son and 
friends safe and proud because Gar made good on his promise to bring 
them back before dinner time. His doubts about Gar’s leadership skills 
were now laid to rest. Life is full of risks and Flanns know this well. Next 
November, Gar would become an adult, a full member of the Flann’s 
nation and he must learn to take responsibility for his actions They had 
trained him to do that and this was the ultimate test. 


“They're here!” Sajid shouted. 
His wife, Numi, hurried to his side. 
“There are five of them,” Numi observed in wonder. 


“Why are they holding the hand of that one in the middle?” Sajid 
asked. 
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“| hope he is not hurt,” Numi said. 


“They must have brought a friend along with them,” she said, 
walking away from the window to open the door. 


For a moment, they just stood there and looked at each other. The 
unknown person whom they were guarding between them was a man 
in his early fifties and he was a non-Flann. The alien Dan sensed that his 
rescuers or captors had reached their home base. He heard their shouts 
and his apprehension rose again. Soon he will find out what kind of fate 
awaits him. If the Elders of these youngsters were hostile then he 
would end up tied and locked in a prison or barn or wherever they 
jailed people around here. 


“Where are we?” Dan asked breaking the silence. 

Numi stared at him. She had not seen a non-Flann before. 

“Come in children!” she said. 

“Good evening father, mother,” Gar and Das went inside. 

“Who is he? Where did you find him?” asked Sajid. 

Gar and Das looked at each other and then at Dan, the non-Flann. 


“There was a large boat and he was left behind. We couldn't leave 
him,” Gar explained. 


“He cannot see us,” Das said. 
They led the man inside. 


“Hello, my name is Dan. | like the Flann. They helped me,” Dan said. 
His senses told him that he was inside a building, a house and not an 
igloo. It was warm and full of light. They sat him on a chair, took his 
shoes off first, then his jacket and gloves. 
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He felt a hand on his shoulder; it was the hand of an adult. If only he 
had his glasses on, so he could see these people, and make eye contact 
with them. Eye contact is important in communication, he thought. On 
the other hand, they must have noticed that he cannot see well and 
perhaps they will take pity on a half-blind man. He had read 
somewhere that primitive tribesmen kill their enemies to absorb their 
strength but surely not if the enemy is a half-blind old man like him. 


“Your sons and daughters were nice to me. They rescued me and fed 
me,” he said. He knew that they did not understand what he said, but 
he still wanted to talk to them. He made that signal again: touching his 
heart. 


“You made the right decision,” Sajid finally spoke. It was the 
reassurance Gar wanted to hear from his father. He was relieved. Sajid 
opened his arms and Gar and Das walked towards him for a long hug. 


“Nhat shall we do with him?” Numi asked. “Is he blind?’ 


“No. But he needs these to see clearly,” Das explained, handing 
Dan’s glasses to Sajid. “Gar said it is better to keep them because the 
non-Flann might panic if he couldn't see us,” he added. 


Sajid brought the glasses close to his eyes. 
“They make things look bigger,” he told them. 


“Tomorrow, we will take him in front of the Assembly. But tonight, 
he is our guest. He must be frightened and hungry.” 


“Are you sure he is harmless?” Numi asked. 


“We searched him when he was unconscious. He had no weapons on 
him,” Das said. 


“Can we give him back his ‘extra eyes’ now?” Das asked. 
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“It can wait until tomorrow. We will let the Assembly decide on that 
too,” Sajid answered. 


Numi announced that dinner was ready. 
Gar led a smiling Dan to the dinner table. 


“Now you must tell me the whole story,” Sajid addressed Gar and 
Das. 


Gar let Das recounts the events of the trip to the ocean. He told 
them in detail how Gar saved Lan from the bears, describing how 
ferocious and hungry they were. 


Sajid smiled at Gar, thinking that his son had definitely passed the 
test of adulthood. 


“Das and Gar! Tomorrow you will go in front of the Assembly and tell 
the Elders how you rescued non-Flann Dan.” 


Dan nodded his head and smiled. 


After dinner, Dan dozed off and Gar escorted him to his room. He 
was to share Das’ room as long as Dan was their guest. Gar gave Dan 
one of his house robes to wear and Dan made more of his heart- 
touching signs. The non-Flann was very tired and fell asleep soon after 
he went to bed. 
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CHAPTER 4 


Numi was the first to rise and as usual she woke up her husband and 
the boys and tiptoed in front of the closed door of Das’ room where the 
non-Flann was still sleeping. Gar said that he heard movement and 
went to check on the non-Flann. 


Sajid said that he wanted to tell the Assembly about the non-Flann 
before going to work. News of the non-Flann must be circulating the 
town already he said. 


It was the custom of the Flann that only adults could address the 
Assembly. Youngsters are allowed to attend in the company of an adult 
only if their presence or testimony is essential to the case presented to 
the Assembly. Sajid went inside first to ask for the Assembly's 
permission for Gar and Das to join the meeting. Das was thrilled by the 
honor and he was mentally preparing what he will tell his friends at the 
Center of Learning. Gar was worried, but probably not more that Dan 
who was trembling. Gar put a comforting hand on Dan’s shoulder which 
made Dan smile, and give one of his heart touching signals. 


Sajid finally beckoned them inside. The Elders were sitting in a 
semicircle. There were no formalities. Four empty chairs were placed in 
front of the Elders and obviously those were reserved for them. 


After they were all seated, Gar noticed how the Elders were staring 
with open curiosity at Dan, studying him from head to toe. 


There was a long moment of silence before the Senior Elder, Tarad, 
cleared his throat and spoke: “Well! Who is going to present the case of 
the non-Flann to the Assembly?” 


“My sons,” Sajid said, “Gar and Das.’ 
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Gar rose from his chair and with a strong and clear voice greeted the 
Assembly and thanked the Elders for allowing him and his brother Das 
to address them. He spoke for five minutes recounting how the non- 
Flann’s people had left one of their own behind and their decision to 
rescue him and bring him with them. He then invited Das to finish the 
story. Dan sat quietly listening to them speak, not understanding a 
word. 


‘Thank you Gar and Das!” one of the Elders said. “I would like to 
congratulate your parents on bringing up such fine young men.” 


“Bravo!” another Elder said beaming a broad smile at them. 


“By helping this poor non-Flann in his hour of need, you have proven 
to be true Flanns,” a third Elder agreed. 


The approval, however, was not unanimous: 


“I'm afraid that | do not share my fellow Elders’ opinion. What these 
young men did was indeed commendable and accord with the Flann’s 
customs but bringing this non-Flann into our community will expose us 
to untold risks.” 


Another Elder spoke: “With your permission | would like to say that | 
share the respectable Elder’s concern. The non-Flann are different from 
us and some of them are dangerous.” 


His words drew a worried look on Gar’s face. 


“What these young men did at the western edge was correct. This is 
the code of the Flann and it applies to Flanns and non-Flanns.” The tone 
of the Senior Elder Tarad was a pitch higher than usual. “It is the 
responsibility of the Elders and the Assembly to consider any threat to 
our security created by the presence of the non-Flann among us. But 
before proceeding to this critical issue, | think that we should extend 
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our congratulations and deep appreciation for the humanitarian and 
heroic deed of these young men.” 


Heads were nodding in approval and no one spoke against the 
recommendation. 


“We salute you young men of the Flann,” the Senior Elder said, “And 
since this issue concerns you as much as us, and you have an advantage 
over us in knowing this non-Flann longer than any one of us, | allow 
you, Gar and Das to attend our discussion on the fate of the non- 
Flann,” 


The silence was again a sign of approval. 


“Non-Flanns cannot see us and this has kept our existence a secret 
since the dawn of time. But now one non-Flann knows of our existence. 
And since he cannot see well without the so-called ‘extra-eyes’ then he 
doesn't even know that we are invisible.” 


“Then it is essential that he should not be given his ‘extra-eyes’ as 
long as he is with us.” It was the Elder who voiced his concerns earlier. 


“| beg to differ with you.” Tarad said and heads turned to listen to 
the words of the wise Elder, “When he returns to his people, he can tell 
them that he was rescued by a group of people who gave him shelter in 
their city, a five hour journey on foot from the western ridge. This may 
encourage some of them to come here and explore.” 


“Are you suggesting that we should keep him with us against his will 
if necessary?” An Elder asked. 


“No, this is cruel and contrary to the Flann's customs. We must 
honor the customs and respect the non-Flann’s rights. He has a family 
and must be allowed to return to them. He knows that we exist and 
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roughly our geographical location. The question is how much should we 
allow him to know about us.” 


“| think the less he knows the better,” one of the Elders suggested. 


“| must again disagree with you.” Tarad spoke again. “I think the 
more this non-Flann knows about us and our ways, the less of the 
danger he would be for us.” 


Few Elders were surprised by their senior’s statement and two of them 
were doubtful of its merit. 


“This is a strange opinion. Could you explain to us why you believe 
SO?” 


“It is against reason and common sense...” 


“Gentlemen!” An Elder interrupted raising his hand. “Let us hear why 
the reverend Tarad thinks so.” 


“Thank you. As one of my fellow elders said, if this non-Flann was 
allowed to go back to his people with the story of his rescue, others 
may arrive here within days to investigate. We know that they have the 
means to do that: large boats, flying vehicles. We are invisible but we 
are not ghosts or spirits. We and our cities and towns have substance 
and occupy space. What we and our people have dreaded for years is 
that the Dome may malfunction and our existence becomes detectable 
before it is fixed. | concede that it is highly unlikely but not impossible.” 


Tarad stopped but everyone remained silent waiting for him to 
resume his analysis. 


“However, if he goes back with the fantastic tale that he was rescued 
by a group of invisible people, how many would believe him? The Flann 
believe in invisible spirits and creatures but none of us have really seen 
any of them because they are invisible by definition. If a Flann tells you 
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that he had seen an invisible person who eats, drinks, lives in an 
invisible house and has a wife and children you will laugh at him and 
judge him to be insane. The non-Flanns are not much different from us. 
Even if they believe in the existence of invisible heavenly creatures, 
they will not believe that he saw them in the Arctic zone. So, let us 
show ourselves to him and let him go back with the unbelievable tale of 
the invisible Flann and | doubt very much that they will believe him — if 
he chooses to tell them what he saw or to be precise could not see.” 


“| find your argument to be very convincing. But don’t you think that 
they would wonder how he survived in the Arctic for days or longer?” 


“That is a very good point. It would be to our advantage if we can 
win him to our side and can convince him to keep our secret. He could 
tell them that whalers or seal hunters rescued him.” 


“It would certainly be ideal if the non-Flann agrees to take part in 
this subterfuge,” one of the Elders said. 


“It is not a lot to ask in return for our help and generosity toward 
him,” Sajid said. 


“We should not forget the language barrier. He doesn't speak our 
language and we don’t speak his,” Gar reminded them. 


“But perhaps Tarish does,” Tarad said. “He learned one of the non- 
Flann language when he was living with them. He said that many spoke 
it.” 


“We should send after him immediately and let him tell the non- 
Flann about us,” an Elder suggested. 


Gar never heard of Tarish or his stay with the non-Flann before. 


The meeting was adjourned. 
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Gar and Das came out of the Assembly hall guiding Dan to find Gel, 
Pois and Lan waiting for them. They all spoke at once, eager to know 
about what Gar and Das did inside and the Assembly decision on the 
non-Flann Dan. Dan obviously recognized the familiar voices of his 
young rescuers and smiled right and left. 


“Did you know that a Flann lived with the non-Flann for more than a 
year and he learned their language?” Das asked. “I surely envy him.” 


“WNho is this man? Do we know him?” Lan asked. 


“No. He lives in Galidville but they sent after him and he’ll be here 
before noon.” 


“Did they agree to give Dan back his “extra-eyes’?” Gel wanted to 
know. 


“Yes! After Tarish arrives,” Gar answered her. 


They walked together with Dan in the middle. The citizens of the 
Flannville looked and smiled at the four boys and girls leading the non- 
Flann. Some came close to peer at the stranger. 


In the afternoon, Lan went back and forth to the Assembly hall three 
times to find out if Tarish had arrived. On the third time, he came back 
breathless to announce that he had arrived and was meeting with the 
Elders. 


Gar’s father came back from work only minutes before they heard a 
knock on the door. Das went to open the door. Tarish was a small man, 
in his early thirties. After the usual introduction to the family and 
friends, he was led to the living room where Dan sat. 


“Before | talk to the non-Flann,” Tarish said. “I must warn you that 
he will be shocked when he wears what you call the ‘extra eyes’. He 
would see clearly but he will not see any of us. He’ll only see snow all 
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around him, the snow outside the house and on the rooftop. It will the 
shock of his life. I’Il do my best to make it easy for him.” 


Tarish remained silent for few minutes. Since he was told about the 
non-Flann, his mind has been rehearsing different ways of telling the 
non-Flann about the Flann. 


“Dan!” Tarish spoke in a low voice. Dan turned his face . “Greetings 
Dan!” Tarish continued in English. 


The effects of these words on Dan were like magic. He was suddenly 
alive. He half rose from his seat. 


“Hello! You speak English. Who are you? Are you one of them? Are 
you one of the rescue team?” 


Tarish smiled and put his hand on Dan’s shoulder. Dan sat back, his 
face reddened with agitation. 


“Dan! Calm down! I'ma friend. We're all friends here.” 


“You are one of these Flanns,” There was a note of disappointment 
in his voice. “You say that they're my friends. They were. They rescued 
me, gave me food and shelter. If it weren’t for them, | would have been 
dead. | would be ungrateful to deny this. | am grateful,” Dan 
stammered. “But why did they cover me with snow when an airplane 
passed over us. It could have been a rescue party and they could have 
seen me.” 


“They want you to go back to your people and home very soon and 
they'll do their best to make this happen. This is why they sent for me.” 


Gar’s family and friends listened to the conversation and watched 
the expressions on Dan’s face. There was fear and worry but also hope. 


“You are one of them aren’t you?” Dan asked again. 
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“Yes | am!” Tarish said. “Il am proud to be a Flann.” 
“And you promise to help me go back to my people?” 


“You can depend on that. It is against our custom to deny a human 
being his right to live with his people and family. This is the Flann law.” 


“I’ve never heard about you Flann.” 

“You may well be the first to know of our existence,” Tarish said. 
Dan was silent. He looked thoughtful. 

“And you'll let me go back to my people?’ 

“Yes!” 


“Then why did they cover me with snow to hide me from the plane?” 
Dan asked suspiciously. 


“They didn’t want the people in the plane to see you.” 


“| don’t understand. | am all confused. Could you please tell me why 
they did that?” Dan continued: “I don't have my glasses and | can’t see 
well without them.” 


“Let me explain a few fundamental things to you. First, the Flann are 
different from you people in some ways and we want to preserve our 
cherished ways. And since some of your people may try to dominate 
and change us we prefer that our existence be kept a secret.” 


“What are you, a lost tribe of Indians or Eskimos? 


“We are not certain about our origins, but we are human beings like 
you. But there is one thing that you should know about us.” 


“What?” Dan asked curiously. 


“We are invisible.” 
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Dan sat back in his chair, thinking to himself, Did he just say 
invisible? 


He leaned forward and slowly said: “Did you say invisible?” 


“Yes we are totally invisible. If you could see clearly now, you would 
not see us.” 


“What would | see then?” 


“Nothing but snow. Not us, not the chair on which you are sitting, 
nor the house...only snow and yourself of course.” 


“Don’t you wear clothes? Build your house with brick or wood? 
Surely | could see these.” 


“Well, there is one sure way of finding out.” 

“How? | lost my glasses when | fell into that hole.” 
“The young men, Gar and Das kept your glasses...” 
“Where? Give them to me please!” Das interrupted. 


“They were afraid that you’d panic if you heard their voices and 
couldn’t see them so they decided to keep your glasses until | explained 
the situation to you.” 


It made sense what he said, Dan thought. 


|” 


“Here are your glasses!” Tarish extended his arm, with the glasses in 


his hand. 


Dan reached out in front of him with a trembling hand, he seemed 
very happy to get them back, but his apprehension was stronger than 
his joy. 

“Well, put them on!” Tarish said. 

Dan closed his eyes and slowly put them on. 
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After a short pause, he opened his eyes to see nothing but snow as 
the Flann told him. He knew there were several people in the room, he 
looked around but couldn’t see any of them. There was snow all around 
him, and he was sitting on thin air or rather an invisible chair. His head 
was spinning and his hands flew to clutch the unseen chair. 


“Are you alright?” Tarish asked the bewildered Dan. 


“Yes, | don’t know what to say. | can’t see any of you. It’s a strange 
feeling.” 


“So, you don’t see us? The furniture, the house...nothing?” 


“If you hadn’t explained to me, | would have thought it was all a 
hallucination — that | imagined the whole thing.” 

“You see now why they kept your glasses,” Tarish said. 

“Yes. Well, now that | can see better | would like to thank you again 
for your help and generosity. Please tell them.” 

“will.” 
thanks. 


Tarish said and translated into Flann language Dan’s words of 


“ And | want to assure you all that your secret is safe with me. | 
won't breath a word of it to any living soul.” 


Tarish translated this to Sajid’s family and their friends. 


“Dinner is ready and | am hungry. Shall we continue our conversation 
at the dinner table?” Sajid suggested. 


“Sure. Thank you. What are the names of my rescuers?” 


“Well, your hosts are Sajid and his wife Numi. Their son Gar was one 
of the young men who found you, and there is also his cousin Das who 
lives with them and there are their friends Pois, Gel and Lan. They are 
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all here and wish you well. Gar told me that he regrets having to 
smother you with snow, but that it had to be done.” 


“That’s all right, | understand now. | am in their debt forever. They 
saved my life. Thank you Gar, Das and Pause...” There was laughter at 
Dan’s mispronunciation. “Pois,” Gar corrected him. “Sorry, Pois, Gel 
and Lan and to my good hosts many thanks.” 


Tarish translated, and they all rose to have dinner, Tarish leading 
Dan. 


“In three days, a rescue team of Flann will take you to an Arctic 
research station. They’ll fly you to safety. But what will you tell them? 
How did you survive for three days without food or shelter?” 


Dan stopped feeling for the food to answer Tarish. 
“Whatever you suggest.” 


“We don’t approve of lying, but you could tell them that you came 
across a group of hunters who gave you food and shelter, and then they 
escorted you to the doors of the research station where they left you.” 


“That sounds like a convincing story. Anyhow, they will think me 
insane if | tell them that | was saved by a group of invisible people who 
live in invisible houses and eat invisible food.” 


Tarish laughed and after he translated there was more laughter in 
which everyone joined. 


Dan felt relaxed and happy that soon he will be back with his family 
who must be already thinking that he perished in the frozen Arctic. Dan 
wanted them to immediately take him to the research station but his 
curiosity was also aroused. He wanted to know more about these 
people, their habits, and customs and most of all how come they are 
invisible. It would make a big story back home he thought. The 
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discovery of the century, no, of the millennium — if only they believed 
him. But who would believe a fanciful story about invisible people. 


“Tomorrow they'll serve you the food you are accustomed to.” 
Tarish said. “We have been keeping some in store.” 


“Your food is delicious — If | could only see it.” 
“We don’t want to risk you becoming invisible.” 
“So, it is the food?” 


“Well, we are not sure but we know that if we eat your food we 
become visible like you. | tried it and that’s how | managed to live with 
you for almost a year.” Tarish explained. 


“And you came back.” 


“| was sent by the Assembly on a mission. | wasn’t spying on your 
people by the way. You could say that | was studying your ways to find 
out if you are about to destroy each other and us as well.” 


“Are there many Flanns living in the Arctic?” 
“There is more than a hundred towns.” 
“And your presence has never been discovered?” 


“There were few close encounters, but we have maintained our 
invisibility so far.” 


Dan was lying in his bed after they all went to sleep; Tarish was ina 
bed near him. Dan kept him awake asking him about his people and 
their lives, and thinking about his amazing discovery. 
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CHAPTER 5 


You might be thinking it was all a dream, well, that was what | was 
hoping for until | opened my eyes and couldn’t see a thing. | was 
floating on air. 


| pulled myself together and called for Gar who came and escorted 
me downstairs. 


After breakfast, Gar’s father left to work and | was promised a tour 
of the Undecity. It was the place where they all worked, grew their 
food, and made their building materials, clothes and everything else 
they needed. 


Tarish and | left the house and walked for about 15 minutes before 
we entered a large structure. Tarish told me to stand at one corner of a 
room and suddenly | felt the floor underneath us descending. It was an 
elevator and it went down quickly and silently. It was impossible to 
know how far we descended in the darkness. | could sense that there 
were Flanns working down there. At first | did not realize the vastness 
of the place. It was incredibly huge, bigger than a medium-sized city. 
Transparent tubes hanged on the walls or in space running into the 
distant depth of the Undercity. Lights of all colors flashed in consoles. 
The air was fresh and clean unlike the smog you breathe in 
underground places so there must have been very advanced systems of 
air filters. 


“Your people built all this?” 


“Yes! Our ancestors did. Our duty is to preserve and improve on it. 
Every generation passes its knowledge to the one that comes after it.” 


“But what do you use for energy? Is it atomic?” 
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“| can assure you that it is not atomic or anything that can harm 
people or contaminate the water and pollute the environment.” 


There were houses, hospitals and schools in the Undercity. Tarish 
told me that their ancestors at one point decided to live on the surface. 
They were feeling claustrophobic he said. 


| spent the whole day talking to Flanns with the help of Tarish. They 
were all friendly and willing to answer all my questions. | have never 
seen anything like the technology used in the Undercity. | came up in 
the afternoon with more questions crowding my mind than when | 
went down in the morning. 


| wondered whether the Flann are a race of human beings that lived 
here on Earth in a parallel dimension or aliens. The word ‘alien’ brought 
to my mind all the horrible images | have seen in movies or read in 
science-fiction stories about imaginary invasions by extraterrestrial 
beings. But this was different: it was real. What | saw underground that 
day could well be their primary base from which they would later 
destroy humans. Can | do something to stop them, maybe sabotage 
their underground base if this was the case? But then what can a 
human being do against a formidable enemy like these people. | was 
agitated that | had to sit up in bed. | calmed myself down, and told it to 
think rationally and consider the issue from all angles. If these people 
who had built their cities under the Arctic wanted to destroy or 
dominate us they would have done that a long time ago. Who can 
blame them for choosing to live in peace and in their own way ina 
place where no human being wants to live. They have rescued me from 
certain death and promise to send me back home. On that cheerful 
thought | closed my eyes and went to sleep. 


| spent the next day learning more about the Flann and their 
customs and habits. They had a primitive system of government in our 
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standards. They depended more on the good will of people rather than 
the law to maintain peace and harmony as if they were one big happy 
family. After spending an hour with Tarish in the Assembly, the idea of 
writing a book about the Flann came to my mind. And since people will 
not believe me if | tell them that these people really exist, | decided to 
write it as pure fiction. And after spending two more days with Tarish, 
Gar, Das and their family and friends and met with some of the Elders, | 
had enough material for several books. 


During the tours of the Undercity, | saw amazing things of which | 
have not heard of. One of them was a gadget that you attach to your 
head and can read books for you, teach you science and mathematics, 
monitor and measure your learning and adjust itself to your needs. 
They had machines that detect your future illnesses while you are still a 
fetus and eliminate them. The playgrounds featured enormous 
swimming pools, with sandy shores, an artificial sun and even the air 
smelled like sea air. It was Shangri-La and those people chose to live 
above ground in sub-freezing temperatures. Why? 


“Some of us call this the ‘pampered life’ and | guess it is something in 
our nature. You have among you people who climb mountains, explore 
the oceans and so on,” Tarish said in reply to my question. 


Can they read minds? It was a question that crossed my mind — 
rather a silly one. 


Tarish and | were sitting with the Senior Elder whom | imagined to be 
an old man with white hair and a white beard. Could he be Santa? | was 
thinking that living on or inside our planet they must have some sort of 
defense against the warring human race. 
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“We are a peaceful nation. We have no offensive weapons,” Tarish 
translated. “But we know how to defend ourselves. And in case you’re 
wondering we don’t read minds.” 


| must have looked funny and silly with my mouth hanging open and 
my eyes open very wide. They do read minds. My mind was spinning. 
These Flann not only possess a technology by far superior to what the 
human race has or dream of having in centuries to come, they are 
invisible and have extraordinary mind powers, what’s stopping them 
from controlling us? — Unless the idea doesn’t appeal to them at all. 


The Senior Elder walked with us to the door of the Assembly hall and 
before we said farewell he gave me food for thought for the rest of the 
day: 


“You're welcome to stay as one of us if you wish.” 


| stammered a few words of thanks and said that | would think about 
it — which | did and | still wonder sometimes whether | should have 
accepted the invitation and stayed with them. There would be much to 
learn and a long life with no worries or illnesses. 


In the evening, | listened attentively to the stories of the Flann: Gar, 
Das and their family and friends. If | am not going to take back with me 
the learning machine | could at least tell the world the stories of the 
bravery, courage and virtues of these people. 


Early next morning, | said farewell to Gar’s family. | gave every one of 
them my card, but had nothing else to give them in return for their 
hospitality, not that they were expecting anything. | invited them to 
visit me in my house whenever they can. A team of Flann including 
Tarish, Gar, Das and their friends waited to escort me to the Research 
Station. Gar’s parents came out and | could tell by the movement of my 
cards in thin air that they were waving their hands. 
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Almost four hours later they stopped and one of them, probably 
Tarish, held up my hand pointing it at a man-made structure some 
distance away. They took me almost to the doorstep of the building. 
There were no handshakes and only words of thanks. 


“| shall never forget you my friends!” These were my final words 
before ringing the buzzer on the door. 
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